Chapter 10 of Dudo of St Quentin’s Gesta Normannorum: A Commentary 

Written at the turn of the millennia, the rich hyperbole and eulogistic tone employed in Dudo of St Quentin’s high Latin account of the arrival of the Normans in Normandy seems, ostensibly sycophantic and could easily be regarded as a work of insipid and cloying flattery. However, if one begins to unpick the imagery and allusions employed by the author, a more subversive and nuanced meta-narrative can be explored. Despite the tongue in cheek humour that Dudo perceptibly employed to present his patrons, there are also hints of a sincere admiration for the tenacity of the Normans in their attempts self-legitimise as rightful heirs in Christendom.  

It is judicious to remember that, as well as being a text: easily reproduced, translated, and studied in the present day, the account of Dudo of St Quentin was also a material object. The physicality of the object of the text is particularly relevant when one considers the tenable possibility that those that commissioned it may not have had access to the text itself since it is not written in the vernacular but in the high Latin of the educated monastic tradition. Books or bound manuscripts were high status objects and a key feature of the established cultures of western Europe and it is evident, in the Norman’s tenably gauche attempts to mimic the traditions and values of Christendom, that a book would have been a desirable element in the minutiae of legitimacy.  It is consequently possible that the actual content of Dudo’s account was playing second fiddle to the object itself.

Superficially, the account appears to be the clumsy effort of an artist to ingratiate himself with his patrons. The first chapter is heavy with the false modesty of a writer attempting to make it clear that he was compelled, not of his own accord, but by heavy persuasion to have the honour to write the account. Even from the start, it is unclear whether Dudo is feigning modesty or sincerely expressing to the reader that he was not writing of his own volition. While it is convenient to dismiss the deliberate bias of Dudo’s panegyric as rendering the account invalid as a reliable historical resource there is much more to the writing than the syrupy obsequiousness that drips from every sentence, as Emily Albu astutely explains “historical flourishes are not just irritating but illuminating”[footnoteRef:1].  [1:  Albu, Emily, The Normans in their Histories: Propaganda, Myth, and Subversion (Woodbridge, 2001) pp 8
] 


While initially Dudo’s poetic description of the idyllic Seine at the beginning of Chapter Ten may appear to allude to images of paradise and the promised land, there is perhaps a little more to be gleaned from Dudo’s extravagant portrait of the landscape. The “cerulean whirlpool”, that he describes, was a genuine feature in the geography of the Seine and a significant natural obstacle. It is not implausible to suggest that beneath the inflated epic language, Dudo is genuinely impressed by the seafaring abilities of the Normans. However, it is prudent to note that if this is indeed the case, Dudo’s respect has been intentionally masked by the rich imagery. This in turn is indicative of an unwillingness to acknowledge the true strengths of the Normans. Dudo is not alone in his, albeit suspicious, admiration for the Normans, Amatus of Montecassino expresses a similar awe mixed with admonition in his account of the Norman conquest of Southern Italy.

It appears, at times, that Dudo contradicts himself in his opinion of the Normans. In the Chapter Ten, Dudo portrays the Rollo as the saviour of the dying town of Rouen. The people of Rouen are described as “poor destitute merchants” guarded by a “small and defenceless band”, where the Normans are a twice described as “plentiful” both as a people and as a “warband”. In the proceeding apostrophe, Rollo is lauded as great leader who will rebuild the city in peace. Dudo could not be clearer in his portrayal of the Normans as peace bringers who are a gift from God. Yet, hidden in his rich use of language is a more subversive message; the final line of the apostrophe bearing an ominous warning “Rather, let the fierce wolf graze at the same time in the sheep’s field”.

In the case of the episode with Hameltrude the virgin Dudo highlights the inelegant methods that the Normans employed in attempted Christianity. Dudo describes an instance in which, after choosing to disembark at the Chapel of St Vedast, Rollo decides to lay the corpse of a virgin called Hameltrude upon the alter. While, evidently, it seems that Rollo believes this was an appropriate Christian gesture, the complete absence of praise from Dudo indicates that Dudo may be using this story as an ultimately subversive account of the manifest ‘otherness’ of the Normans. In other incidences Dudo is praised for his Christian conscience, an example of this can be found in Chapter Ten, where he is described as “perplexed” by the ruined ecclesiastical buildings of Rouen and later, in the following apostrophe, where he is described as “Christ’s gift” to the town. However, in his telling of Hameltrude, Dudo does very little to draw any Christian links been the gesture and further disturbs the reader by naming the corpse, the overall affect is more sinister than flattering.
 
In Chapter One it is claimed that the pagan invaders are “the progeny of God”. This, and many other suggestions that the Normans were conquering by divine right, is a motif used by Dudo (and indeed other Norman writers) to combat their sense of ‘otherness’ and to further legitimise a sense of cultural heritage that, as newcomers, the Normans lacked. However, in typically subversive fashion, the Christian legitimacy that Dudo had not so subtly crafted for the Normans in his constant use of biblical allusion is cleverly undermined with, perhaps, a snide reminder of their true cultural heritage. His use of the phrase “fierce ages will grow tame” could be an allusion to the mythology of their Scandinavian roots in its association with the apocalypse of Ragnarok, this is further supported by later repeated use of lupine imagery to represent the Normans, the wolf, being a Scandinavian symbol of apocalypse.
It is impossible, with so many potential sub texts, motives and meta-narratives, to define precisely in what light Dudo of St Quentin intended to cast the Normans. However, in his ability to dance the lines between flattery and ridicule and sincerity and disingenuousness, Dudo highlights not only the great insecurity and consequent need for legitimising that his patrons yearned for but also their impressively foreign audacity in conquest.
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